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This book and its contents have already attracted significant media attention. I had 
heard about some of its more provocative arguments before opening it. For example, 
US crime rates have declined because disadvantaged mothers can now more easily 
access abortions. (Note that the authors suggest that there may have been better ways 
to achieve less crime, but not the ones usually endorsed.) As I teach first-year 
economics, this book has some immediate attraction. The book insinuates that 
economics is not as dull as many of its practitioners are (I refer to neither you nor me, 
of course). There should be, at very least, some lurid examples I could incorporate 
into lectures.  
 
Broadly, there are two ways to teach introductory economics. The first is to imitate 
the physical sciences, to strive to impress by precision of definition and mathematical 
rigour. Macroeconomics is still taught in essentially this way. But in microeconomics, 
a new wave of textbooks has appeared. The second way is to teach people to see 
economics in the world around them. Sadly, the examples tend to be banal; the author 
assumes that students are mostly interested in sex, drugs, and rock and roll, but not in 
the costs of the war in Iraq or with the causes of poverty. “Relevance” in some 
textbooks concerns, say, the opportunity cost of going to the movies rather than 
skateboarding.  Lecturers perceive that we need to dumb down, apparently for the 
business students who are not remotely interested in the claims of economics to be the 
queen of the social sciences. However, maybe students are not too stupid for our old-
fashioned textbooks; maybe they are too smart. There is a third way to approach our 
teaching: we could introduce real social science informed by an economist’s way of 
thinking. Freakonomics suggests that this is possible. 
 
According to the front cover, this book is a bestseller. Evidently, Mainstream 
Economics; The Hidden Power of Abstract Models, would not have been. Writing 
about interesting issues in an interesting way need not be the death of your academic 
career. It may have been for Galbraith, but it was not for Friedman. While Dubner’s 
role was to keep the prose engaging, I suspect that Levitt is a skilled communicator 
himself. Levitt has won the John Bates Clark medal, a strong indicator of being Nobel 
Prize material. He teaches at Chicago and is the editor of the Journal of Political 
Economy. But the book is not the crass campaign for free-market economics that one 
may have feared. Instead, it is a compelling role model for using the tools and 
sensibilities of the economist to cast light on issues that matter.  The case for markets 
is almost invisible.  
 
The book does not just concern itself with big issues (such as crime, abortion, drug 
neighbourhoods and racism) but also with why your real estate agent works for the 
interests of the buyer instead of you. There is also illuminating discussion of 
entertaining issues that probably don’t directly matter, such as the signalling and the 
evolving fashions going on behind the selection children’s names. One learns that 
parents have called their daughter, “Shithead”, pronounced (of course) as “shuh-
TEED”. But social scientists should be alert to the wider and more serious relevance 
of these amusing examples concerning connections between economics on the one 
hand and sociology, political science and culture on the other. 
 
The importance of this book may go beyond merely how to go about introducing 
economics to a wider audience. It also delves into the way economics should be 
studied and practised. Mainstream economists do not object to cultivating conceptual 
understanding so long as it does not displace the real science that supposedly follows. 
If someone is not smart enough to grasp the mathematics, sure, slow down and 
explain the intuition. But Levitt uses simple methods that are sufficient to explain 
important or interesting social phenomena. This may be anathema to some of his 
colleagues. There is no rocket science; we don’t often need it. 
 
The academic profession is not poised to change how it practises economics, but I 
have indeed found lecture examples about how selling drugs is a tournament and 
about how informing people about the inner workings of the Ku Klux Klan dispelled 
its mystique. I have also learned that the amount spent in the US on political 
campaigns is as much as is spent on chewing gum. 
 
In some ways, it was doubly brave to write this book. It rejects the prissiness inherent 
in the rival forms of political correctness entrenched on each side of politics in the 
US. This alone is sufficient recommendation. 
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